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ABSTRACT 


The persistent traditional use of bird fetishes for various purposes in some West African countries poses a considerable 
threat for certain bird species. In countries such as Nigeria or Benin there is still a strong demand for such items and high 
prices are realized for some species. This market is often served by trading over long distances. For some species this de- 
velopment has seriously aggravated the threat situation on a continental scale. 
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INTRODUCTION 


The traditional use of wildlife items for medicine is 
found in almost every country in West Africa. There 
are a few countries like Ghana and Guinea where 
such practices have become uncommon, but in 
countries such as Benin they still are a strong cul- 
tural tradition supported by the government. Such 
traditions can have severe consequences for wildlife 
where intensive land use, overpopulation, biofuel 
production, and other anthropogenic activities have 
already strongly modified the natural environment. 


MATERIAL AND METHODS 


This study, aimed at investigating the potential effect 
of fetish culture on endangered wildlife in West Af- 
rica, started in Nigeria in 1999 in collaboration with 
the Nigerian Conservation Foundation by monitor- 
ing several of the biggest fetish markets in the coun- 
try. In addition, people were asked about the tradi- 
tional use of different bird species in popular beliefs 
(for details on methods and results, see Nikolaus 
2001). Additional surveys were undertaken in 2001 
(Nigeria), 2002 (Ghana, Togo, Benin, Niger, Burki- 
na Faso, Ivory Coast), 2003 and 2005 (Morocco), 
2007 (Mali, Burkina Faso, Benin), 2008 (Nigeria, 
Benin, Republic of the Congo [Brazzaville], Demo- 
cratic Republic of the Congo [Kinshasa]), and in 
2009 (Burkina Faso, Benin). Guinea (Conakry) was 
visited in 1996/7 for some months, but here the fe- 


tish tradition using wild birds or mammals is strictly 
forbidden by law and no relevant data could be col- 
lected. 


RESULTS 


The current state of fetish culture as observed in markets 
selling wildlife items 


Morocco: There are a few traders having birds or parts 
of them among their items. Hoopoes and Griffon 
Vultures Gyps fulvus are often displayed openly in the 
shops. It seems that many of the larger birds for sale 
were killed by electrocution or collision with electric 
power lines (Nikolaus 2006). 


Guinea (Conakry): Very little is left of this culture, 
at least as observed in the open public markets. Most 
of the traditional doctors selling their medical prod- 
ucts have only a few feathers, bits of skins or bones 
on display. 

Ghana: This tradition was forbidden under the 
country’s former British colonial rule. There are rela- 
tively few markets where wildlife items for tradi- 
tional medicinal purposes are sold. Relevant items on 
the market are sold by Yoruba women traders from 
Nigeria and most of the items are known to be im- 
ported from Nigeria. 

Nigeria: The fetish tradition has remained strong in 
the country because, unlike in Ghana, the country’s 
former British colonial rulers could not constrain it 
substantially. Most of the pertinent trading is handled 
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FIG. 1. The fetish market at Cotonou, Benin. 


by Yoruba women, mainly in the southern part of the 
country. 


Mali, Niger, Ivory Coast: Fetish markets in larger 
towns are often found in scattered small shops where 
traders sell whole animals or parts of them. They 
probably receive their products from local hunters 
and traders. 


Burkina Faso, Togo, Benin: In almost all larger towns 
traders sell birds/bird items (often complete body 
parts), heads of mammals, snakes, scorpions, and 
other animals valuable for traditional medicines 
(Fig. 1). 

Republic of the Congo (Brazzaville), Democratic Repub- 
lic of the Congo (Kinshasa): Fetish traditions persist, 
but mainly using plants. Wildlife items are rare, at 
least in both capitals. 


Medical and/or beneficial effects ascribed to bird species 
in traditional African medicine 


The information detailed below regarding effects 
ascribed to particular species/species groups is based 
on interviews in Nigeria (Nikolaus 2001). 
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All birds of prey: help against weakness of the body. 


Large vultures: help against mental disturbance, epi- 
leptic problems, bad eyesight. 


Hooded Vulture: brings good luck when buried in 
the ground before building a new house. 


Abdim’s Stork: brings fertility. 
Cattle Egret: brings money and good luck. 


Black Crowned Crane: guarantees a lucky wedding 
and family future. 


Francolin: helps against fever. 

Stone Partridge: stops children from being afraid. 
Parrots: give intelligence. 

Coucals: entail blessing (Senegal). 


Cuckoo: if the bird calls in the forest, a close relative 
or friend will die. 


Owls, Nightjars: provide protection from witchcraft. 
Great Blue Turaco: protects from poverty. 
Turacos: attract customers.. 


Rollers: give beauty. 
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Ground Hornbill: helps the hunter to get very close 
to the game because the game cannot see the hunter. 
Hornbills: give protection and security (e.g., for the 
house or farm). 


Pygmy Kingfisher: attracts customers to a shop. 
Woodpeckers: improve business. 


Yellow-fronted Tinkerbird: helps if a woman cannot 
have children. 


Snowy-headed Robin-Chat: acts against examination 
stress in students. 


Tchagra: imparts its muscial talent. 
African Pied Wagtail: gives security. 
Swallows, Swifts: are used for blessing. 
Weavers: are used for blessing. 


Pied Crow: gives protection from witchcraft. 


Species and numbers of birds 
More than 370 different bird species were recorded 
on West African markets during this survey (Niko- 
laus, personal database) Some are very valuable in 
the traditional medicinal culture, especially nocturnal 
birds such as nightjars, owls and snake eagles Circae- 
tus (looking like owls). The most valuable bird species 
are vultures (with prices of up to 100 US$ per 
specimen), African Pied Wagtail Motacilla aguimp, 
and male Paradise Flycatcher Terpsiphone viridis 
(costing about 40 US$ each per specimen). Other 
valuable birds include hoopoes, birds of prey, flufftail 
crakes, Black Crowned Crane Balearica pavonina, 
cuckoos, turacos, hornbills, tinkerbirds, Cattle Egret, 
Pygmy Kingfisher Ceyx picta, rollers, Stone Partridge 
Ptilopachus petrosus, francolins, Grey Parrot Psittacus 
erithacus, Snowy-headed Robin-Chat Cossypha nivei- 
capilla, African Thrush Turdus pelios, Black-crowned 
Tchagra Tchagra senegalus, Yellow-billed Shrike Cor- 
vinella corvina, and Village Weaver Ploceus cucullatus. 
The following numbers of birds/bird items were 
counted in fetish markets in various West African 
countries and years: Benin (2002: 1700; 2007: 1200; 
2008: 2005; 2009: 2500); Burkina Faso (2002: 400; 
2007: 360; 2009: 320); Democratic Republic of the 
Congo (Kinshasa): (2008: 7); Ghana (2002: 100); 
Ivory Coast (2002: 100); Mali (2007: 220); Mo- 
rocco (2003: 210; 2005: 150); Niger (2002: 180); 
Nigeria (1999: 2250; 2001: 1400; 2008: 3500); 
Togo (2001: 460); Republic of the Congo (Brazza- 
ville) (2008: 22). These numbers show that of the 


countries surveyed this culture is most commonly 
practised in Nigeria and Benin. Cocker (2000) as- 
sessed the number and species of birds affected by 
the fetish culture and estimated that possibly millions 
of birds are killed annually because of it. Based on 
the present investigation I estimate the number of 
birds used in this tradition to be in the range of tens 
of thousands up to hundreds of thousands. However, 
calculating the market turnover rate of these items 
based only annual visits in certain months is rather 


difficult. 


The origin of the bird items in fetish markets 

Hausa traders regularly visit small villages to buy 
bush meat remains, like the dried heads and feet of 
hunted birds and other animals, which they take to 
the big fetish markets, where these are sold as tradi- 
tional medicinal items. However many of the bird 
items observed in the fetish markets were probably 
not killed primarily for this particular purpose. Ca- 
sualties from electric power lines/masts (as observed 
in Morocco) or road casualties also end up there. 
Only “real” fetish birds are hunted for this purpose 
(but are often eaten as well). Predominantly only 
parts of birds like heads (sometimes with feet in ad- 
dition) are presented or offered on markets. A 
smaller proportion of bird items are complete body 
parts preserved by using salt, kerosene, or fire drying. 
Some of these bird items are likely to have been 
transported over long distances to reach the markets, 
mainly to Nigeria. However, most birds are said to 
be locally harvested, hunting being a common prac- 
tice all over West Africa (Martin 1991). 


Long-term changes in the markets and in bird species 
offered 
While the number of birds offered seems to increase 
in Benin and Burkina Faso, the situation in Nigeria 
is different. In Nigeria, most birds and some mam- 
mals like chimpanzee are not on open display for sale. 
Only when clear interest is shown, pots and boxes 
containing wildlife items are opened for sale. During 
the last 10 years some of the important markets in 
southern Nigeria, such as Abeokuta, Ijebu-Ode, and 
Oshogbo, and even Onitsha, have shown a substan- 
tial decrease in the number of wild animals pre- 
sented for sale. Other markets, like Ilorin and Ibadan, 
have become much more important. 

The governments of Benin and Burkina Faso 
support the old fetish tradition, so many birds are 
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shown on display for sale. But some of the valuable 
birds like vultures and eagles, which are almost ex- 
tinct in most parts of Africa now, are not found in 
the markets any more, except in Nigeria, where 
people have a lot of money and can afford to buy 
them. In some cases, traders now even pull out the 
headfeathers of Black Kites to make them look like 
Hooded Vultures, and so hope to obtain a better 
price for the item. As mentioned above, vultures and 
eagles have almost completely disappeared from the 
markets except in Nigeria, where their numbers have 
more than doubled since the early surveys. There is 
very high hunting pressure on Palm-nut Vulture 
Gypohierax angolensis now. The price for this species 
reaches ca. 100 US$ per bird! Due to hunting pres- 
sure, Crowned Eagle Stephanoaetus coronatus, Martial 
Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus, and snake (harrier-) eagles 
Circaetus are also likely to head for extinction. Large 
owls have also become rare on fetish markets, and 
even the formerly common Red-necked Buzzard 
Buteo auguralis has become very uncommon on these 
markets, as have falcons, storks, Black Crowned 
Crane, and bustards. Numbers of large vultures of- 
fered were very small (see Table 1); while the numbers 


of Hooded Vultures increased. Recently the number 
of Black Kites used in the tradition has increased. 
Grey-throated Rail and White-spotted Flufftail are 
very rare in the region but are offered on fetish mar- 
kets nevertheless. 

During visits to the market in Bohicon (Benin) 
large numbers of carcasses of freshly killed Barn Owl 
and White-faced Scops Owl were seen laid out to dry 
(Table 2). This observation raises the question as to 
where so many owls can be “harvested” and which 
consequences these activities have on the species and 
other wildlife. 

The African Barred Owlet is restricted to Liberia 
and Ivory Coast, yet the species was recently found 
in small numbers on markets in Benin (Table 2). 
Unpublished isotope studies suggest that it may oc- 
cur in small numbers in this region. 


Future prospects 

A good example to assess the threat the fetish culture 
in West Africa might pose for the endangered bird- 
life is the case of the Crowned Eagle. This bird of 
prey has a distribution range restricted to the African 
forest ecosystem. Twenty-six birds were counted on 


TABLE 1. Selected bird species counted in large Nigerian fetish markets in different years. 


Species 


Cattle Egret Bubulcus ibis 


Hooded Vulture Necrosyrtes monachus 
White-backed Vulture Gyps africanus 
Riippell's Griffon Gyps rueppelli 
Lappet-faced Vulture Aegypius tracheliotus 
White-headed Vulture Aegypius occipitalis 
Short-toed Eagle Circaetus gallicus beaudouini 
Brown Harrier-eagle Circaetus cinereus 


Banded Harrier-eagle Circaetus cinerascens 
Double-spurred Francolin Pternistis bicalcaratus 


Barn Owl Tyto alba 

African Scops Owl Otus senegalensis 

Northern White-faced Scops Owl Ptilopsis leucotis 
Verreaux's Eagle Owl Bubo lacteus 

Greyish Eagle Owl Bubo cinerascens 

Pearl-spotted Owlet Glaucidium perlatum 
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Locality 
Ilorin Onitsha 

1999 2008 1999 2008 
3 60 
2 18 
3 
15 200 
20 
2 
2 5 
1 
ll ] 
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TABLE 2. Selected bird species counted in large Benin fetish markets in different years. 


Species 


2002 
Black Kite Milvus migrans 15 
Hooded Vulture Necrosyrtes monachus 24 
White-backed Vulture Gyps africanus 
Rüppell’s Griffon Gyps rueppelli 
Lappet-faced Vulture Aegypius tracheliotus 
White-headed Vulture Aegypius occipitalis 
Short-toed Eagle Circaetus gallicus beaudouini 
Brown Harrier-eagle Circaetus cinereus 


Banded Harrier-eagle Circaetus cinerascens 2 


Grey-throated Rail Canirallus oculeus 
White-spotted Flufftail Coturnicops pulchra 


Violet Turaco Musophaga violacea lá 


Barn Owl Tyto alba 32 
Northern White-faced Scops Owl Ptilopsis leucotis 40 
Verreaux’s Eagle Owl Bubo lacteus 


Greyish Eagle Owl Bubo cinerascens 1 
Pearl-spotted Owlet Glauciduim perlatum 28 
African Barred Owlet Glaucidium capense etchecopari 

African Wood Owl Strix woodfordii 2 


Yellow-fronted Tinkerbird Pogoniulus chrysoconus 


fetish markets during this study. Taking the turnover 
rate in markets and the limited time these were 
visited into account, ten times more individuals of 
this species may have been sold during the last ten 
years, bringing the total to about 250 birds killed 
in the region under study and possibly elsewhere! 
Crowned Eagles need five years to become mature 
and breed only every other year. This gives an idea 
of the influence of hunting for the traditional 
fetish market on the survival of this and other bird 


species. 


Locality 
Cotonou Bohicon 
2007 208 £2009 | 2002 2007 2008 2009 
20 50 100 3 4 30 67 
15 40 10 1 l5 
1 
1 1 
íl 
1 1 
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7 5 7 10 2 4 1 
10 100 7 1 25 5 


26 100 40 22 
42 28 50 25 


50 100 25 
30 40 50 


1 
4 1 
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